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Semantics and Reference of Classifier-Noun Constructions in Zhuang

ZHOU Guoping

[Abstract] The key grammatical distinction between classifier-noun constructions and common
nouns in the Zhuang language lies in whether they can be directly modified by the numeral (“one”

and the demonstratives. Based on this observation, it is found that classifier-noun constructions
denote entities as “individuals”, characterized by the semantic features [—plurality], [+individuality],
and [+entity], while common nouns represent entities as “classes”, with features [-number],
[-individuality], and [+entity]. Classifier-noun constructions are typically used for individual
reference (definite or nondefinite); yet they can also express generic reference through pragmatic
operations like individual-based metonymy, particularly in contexts emphasizing concreteness of
entities. Common nouns are typically used for generic reference. The semantic and referential
properties of classifier-noun constructions are substantiated at the syntactic level, confirming
classifier-noun constructions as a syntactic device for nominal individualization.

[Keywords] classifier-noun construction common noun individual semantics individual
reference
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